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      The sun was setting in the Peruvian jungle. Trees stood more than two hundred feet tall and forty feet wide, their limbs crowded with orchids and other opportunistic plants fighting for sun and resources. On the ground, young trees struggled to reach the sun; vines and dense ferns vied for space among the fallen leaves and branches.

      A flock of green macaws passed overhead as Sun Castel stepped out of the jungle into a clearing. His brother, Miguel, emerged from behind him and wiped the sweat from his forehead on his long-sleeved shirt.

      “It looks like the Awa tribe has kept the area open,” said Sun, lowering his machete.

      Miguel nodded, pointing at the clearing with bright green grass, a towering pyramid, partly covered in the growth of the jungle, and remnants of smaller buildings. Behind the larger pyramid were smaller pyramids choked with dirt and jungle.

      “They haven’t touched the main pyramid, though,” Miguel noted.

      “They only use this open space for their camps. They don’t need to bother with the pyramid. It works out for us.”

      The men set up their campsite near the ruins of the largest pyramid. It reminded Sun of the first time he and his brother had found the location, long since abandoned and visited only once by outsiders. An impressive sight for the tourists who would get to see it, if he and his brother agreed to bring them this deep into the rainforest. Miguel started the campfire and Sun cleaned the fish he had caught in the river. They didn’t need to talk- something that Sun appreciated about traveling in the Amazon with his brother.

      Although it was hot today, the light from the fire would be welcome, and the heat would help dry their clothes, wet from the extreme humidity. While the fire licked at the kindling, he looked around.

      The place felt different. Sun knew there were millions of animals and bugs in the jungle; he could hear them pinging and chirping at every moment and could always spot something moving around him. But this was not the same. He could swear someone was watching them. His back tingled.

      “Miguel.”

      Sun looked over at the main pyramid, a good six stories high. There was no opening, no door or window. The jungle around him was dark, as always, and getting darker.

      “Yes?” Miguel looked up from the fire.

      “Never mind,” Sun replied. Maybe he had spent too much time in the jungle. He handed over the fish to Miguel and started pitching the tents. It cost them more weight to carry, but he preferred their separate tents with lined floors and zipped-tight doors. More than once, in their early days of exploring the Amazon, Sun had been bitten in the night by ants, the incessant mosquitoes, once by a snake, and many times by a dizzying variety of unknowns that had left welts. The bugs still got in somehow, but it was a lot less than before.

      They watched the sunshine disappear as they shoveled down the fish. Sun wasn’t looking forward to the trip back to the eco-resort. It would take a day to get back to the river, then several days in the canoe, having to get out and carry it when the river grew too shallow. However, they were about to be paid handsomely to bring tourists here in the high tech Toy of the Gods, and they had to come out to ensure they could find it again.

      Sun set out the GPS and ensured it was working and connected. They hadn’t used it to get here, but having backup wouldn’t hurt.

      In the distance, the flash of lightning accentuated that they were in the rainy season. It promised rain for the evening.

      Sun pointed his fork at Miguel. “Now that we know we can find this place again, we’ll need to leave first thing in the morning. It’s going to take us days to get back with all the rain.”

      Miguel nodded and raised a hand in the air. “Okay. I know you’re trying to tell me not to sleep in tomorrow. I get it.”

      “I’m glad you understand.” Sun smiled. A clicking sound from the jungle made him jump. He scanned the darkness and the black outline of the pyramid.

      “What’s wrong?” Miguel asked, his face flashing in the light from the fire.

      Sun laughed. “Nothing. Just spooked.”

      Miguel shrugged and disappeared into his tent. Minutes later, Sun heard Miguel’s soft snoring. It always amazed him how his brother could nod off so quickly. Sun went through his standard routine of cleaning up from dinner and getting things ready for the morning.

      Sun was down on his knees, moving his shirt closer to the fire to dry it out when he realized that the sounds around him had stopped.

      He stood up from the campfire and surveyed the silent darkness. His brow furrowed and he rested his hand on the machete strapped to his leg.

      His wife always told him he worried too much. But he knew the jungle teemed with life at all hours. At a minimum, the cicadas should be filling the valley with staccato crooning. It was as if every wild animal and insect had disappeared from the area or been scared away. I must be crazy to even think of bringing tourists here, he thought.

      Too many things could go wrong in the jungle. Not the least of which was this eerie, unnatural silence. Even the breeze that stirred the trees had stopped. He moved to call out to Miguel but realized he didn’t want to call attention to himself if this was a tribe of unfriendly natives approaching. Although, he had never known the jungle to go silent for that.

      He pulled the machete out of his scabbard and stepped out of the firelight. As soon as his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, he could make out the pyramid temple against the cloudless and moonless night sky.

      The fire crackled, and the smell of burning cloth reached him.

      Had he just seen a flash of red light? It was a pinpoint, perhaps the glint of the eye reflection of a jaguar approaching.

      He stepped toward the ruins of the temple. The red light was weaving its way toward him on the ground. He could see it appear sporadically between the blades of thick grass.

      It coalesced into a glowing, red boa constrictor. All thirteen feet of it.

      “Shit!”

      It was coming at him fast. Sun slammed down his machete. He felt it hit the ground but didn’t hear the sound of it cutting through skin and bone. He leapt back, giving himself more space. He swung at it again, but the blade passed through it. He watched, open-mouthed, as the snake crawled through the solid machete as if nothing were in its way.

      Too late he tried to move back again. The creeping, ghostly boa was wrapping itself around his feet. He was surprised to feel its substantial weight encircling his legs. He fell to his knees and grabbed at it with both hands. As quickly as it had come, the boa disappeared.

      Sun looked around him warily, gulped deep breaths to calm his heart, and shook his head. There were no lights, red or otherwise.

      He felt around his body for bite marks or other injuries. Other than his heart pounding and the sweat dripping off him, he seemed to be okay.

      The sounds around him were reinserting themselves into the world.

      Close by a grasshopper was beginning its violin act for a mate.

      Sun had seen a shaman levitate, a small lizard that could spit poisonous tar five feet, and a giant, overly hairy caterpillar that could have doubled as a toupee, but this had to have been the strangest. Would his brother tell him he was crazy when he told him of the disappearing boa? He must be dreaming. If so, it seemed pretty damn real.

      He pushed himself up from the ground and reached for his machete but instead brought his hand to his face. His hands were glowing a soft red. Then his bones glowed red heat through his skin.

      Intense pain followed the burn spreading through his limbs. He screamed and fell to his knees. It didn’t make sense to him that he saw the details of his bones, so bright through his skin.

      As the pain and heat crept toward his face, he hoped that if this were death, it would come soon. Then a strange thought filtered through his mind, “Como lo quire.”

      He chokingly whispered the words back in his own language, “As you wish.”

      Viracocha opened his eyes. The first time in more than five hundred years that he had seen out of the eyes of a mortal body. A mortal was bending over him.

      “Sun! Are you okay? What happened?” he asked.

      Viracocha took a moment to absorb the memories from the man he inhabited. He considered killing the other, but if he was going to complete his new objective, he might need him.
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            LESLIE KICKLIGHTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Leslie awoke to the sheet clinging to her with humidity, a din of animal noise coming from the jungle and a smell of wet, warm earth. She didn’t want to get up, but even at this early hour, it was too warm to stay in bed. She brushed aside the mosquito net.

      The room had looked more menacing when she arrived in the dark with nothing but candlelight and lamps to show her the way. Now bathed in early-morning sunlight, the room appeared a bit cheerier. She was surprised by the beautiful cherry-colored wood of the floors and walls. In the corner hung a bright orange hammock and above her, the roof was a thick layer of palm fronds.

      She had heard and read that the eco-resort was beautiful and that the rooms were built with an open veranda facing the thick jungle for privacy to give visitors a real sense of being in the tropical rainforest. The locals had put a lot of thought and funding into this place. It catered to adventurers and science enthusiasts who wanted to experience the jungle as close as possible.

      However, she was not a fan of there being only three walls. The opening looked out to the jungle and allowed all that noise to wash into the room. It had also given the room a cave-like appearance at night.

      Leslie stretched her jet-lagged muscles and swooped into a downward dog on the smooth floor. A gold-skinned grasshopper was ambling along near her. When she picked it up, it didn’t try to escape but let her set it outside her door. She didn’t want to step on it accidentally.

      If she were home, she’d be going about her happiness-inducing morning trifecta: basset hounds, checking social media, and setting off her coffee pot. The basset hounds, Donald and Daisy, were staying at her friend’s place in Albuquerque, probably sneaking onto her friend’s couch when she wasn’t looking. Leslie missed the troublemakers already. The internet wasn’t available here in the Amazon basin, far removed from civilization. But at least she could do something about the coffee.

      And she really needed the coffee. Between the creatures chirping and whirring and moving in the trees outside, there had been a lot of strange noises during the night. When she slept, her nightmares had haunted her. The memory of Carol’s stricken face as the flashlight flickered and faded. Then, in the suffocating darkness, her friend’s voice was slowly dwindling as her life left her. The sounds of the jungle and the unfortunate cave-like look of the room must have brought back the memories she had been avoiding. Leslie wasn’t sure she was ready to face those memories yet-and certainly not right now.

      She dressed in lightweight khaki pants, a green tank top, and tennis shoes. While she deftly braided her long brown hair and pinned it up and out of the way, she checked over everything she had crammed into her luggage. Her well-worn hiking boots, protective hiking pants and shirts, and wicking T-shirts next to fancy shoes, dresses, and her skimpy silk PJs. At least material-wise, she was prepared for the trip. She pulled out her journal and packet of pens and set them on the bed, partly to remind herself that she was here to write and investigate, not to just take in the scenery.

      But now to take care of the reason she existed: coffee. She headed to the hotel’s main building, connected to the bungalows by a series of wooden walkways. The walkways were suspended two feet above the muddy ground, and the wood was beaded with water from last night’s rain.

      The walk to the main house made her think of a botanical center. Here the jungle had been partially held back. Where trees had been cut down, now grew dense grass, flowering bushes, and in her short walk, she had already spied numerous and very different-looking mushrooms. All of which was surrounded by the dark, dense, and looming jungle of tall trees and small plants clinging to every available surface, even on the branches of the trees.

      Entering the resort’s restaurant, Leslie passed into the only place with a generator to run the cool curtain of air conditioning. Instead of the steady sound of jungle, groups and couples were hovering and talking around tables. Latin music was playing softly through a tiny speaker in the corner.

      Not quite what one would think of as a restaurant, she thought. More like a high school cafeteria constructed of dark wood, big and open, with lines of long wooden tables and a small beverage bar in the center. A sign in English read, “Alcohol served at any time.” Although she figured that would have been a pretty amazing high school cafeteria.

      She grabbed a cup and helped herself to the coffee at the main table, then perused the handwritten menu. The place prided itself on fresh food and fresh ingredients. She could go for the American plate with steak and eggs or for the healthy plate with yogurt, cereal, and fruit. It was an easy choice.

      “The American, please,” she said when the server approached her. The woman then moved off to take the orders of a few others who had wandered in for breakfast.

      Leslie didn’t recognize anyone in the room, so she took a seat at an empty table. The coffee smelled so good, she quickly gulped it down, dashed up and got some more. Now she could slow down and savor it.

      She had an urge to pull out a cell phone and check her social media. How she could use some internet right now. Instead, she scanned the room for entertainment. Two men were seated at the only small table; two Bloody Marys sitting in front of them. They appeared to be getting into a heated argument.

      The one facing Leslie, strangely but impeccably dressed in a dark gray suit, moved his arms in wide sweeps, and his handsome face was marred by his angry expression. Snippets of the conversation wafted to her like the occasional tantalizing scents of the restaurant’s food.

      “It’s a simple enough request, Alejandro. I don’t see why you . . .”

      The man with his back to her had a wide neck and short, graying hair. The light shade of gray formed a wave in his hair. He shook his head and stood up, shoving his chair back. He turned and stalked past Leslie.

      The man still seated ran his hand through his short, blond hair and then leaned back and lifted his Bloody Mary to his lips. Even from across the room Leslie could see he had icy blue eyes that were now lasered in on her.

      A small shock passed through her, but she made a point to smile. He smiled back.

      She was relieved to hear a familiar, raspy voice coming from behind her.

      “Leslie.”

      “Jessup!” She jumped up and gave the older man a hug. She couldn’t help but look over his clothes, especially his garishly blue and orange shirt. “What’s up with the jeans and Hawaiian shirt? What happened to your leather pants and jacket?”

      He cleared his throat, his voice a product of his many years of smoking. “It’s too damn hot for leather. For this vacation, I’m not the radio personality Jessup. I’m the mild-mannered version.”

      She laughed. Mild-mannered my ass, she thought. She shook her head and responded, “I’ve seen that video where you wrestle that guy half your age, and you were already in your seventies.”

      He smiled wide, the lines on his face drawn deep and long. “Well, I’m not getting any younger.”

      “Why don’t you join me for breakfast?” Leslie offered, taking note that the blond man was now standing at the bar just behind Jessup, his back to them. Getting another Bloody Mary, she thought. Not a bad idea.

      Jessup sat down next to her but shook his head. “Thank you for the invite, but I only have a few minutes. I already ate breakfast, and I have to find out who else is here.”

      “So, you’re the one organizing everything?” Leslie asked.

      He nodded. “It was a favor to the captain. I used my connections and people I knew from my work on the radio to find adventurous souls willing to take on the trip of a lifetime. And here we are.”

      “I’m glad you’re coming.”

      “I would never miss out on a trip like this.” His eyes lit up “We’ll be the first, besides the archeologists from years ago, to see the ruins”–he pushed his index finger onto the table with each item–“and we’ll be among the few people to move into the unexplored parts of the Amazon. Plus, we get to go back to the ship every night for a little rest and relaxation and sleep in a soft bed. Now that’s my kind of vacation.”

      “You’re not worried about problems with the tribes along the Amazon or that others have disappeared in some of those areas we’re visiting?”

      “That’s old news.” He waved his hand at her. “The last time anyone disappeared out there was over twenty years ago. Besides, we have experienced guides, and they’ve never had a problem.” He leaned back and narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to stir up trouble?”

      She laughed. “Of course not. You know I’m writing about this for some magazines. I needed some backstory.”

      He looked serious for a moment, not something she saw him often do. “Look, I know you’ve been holed up in your apartment for over a year. Are you ready for this? Are you worried about the trip at all?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m fine. Really. It’s about time I got out of my funk. And I have work to do for the magazines. I promised them a good story. Does the captain know I’m writing about this?”

      “He not only knows, he asked for you specifically.”

      “What? Why?”

      He shrugged and stood to go. “I don’t know. I’ve known John a long time, and he doesn’t always share information.”

      Leslie’s food was delivered. Steaming steak and eggs made her stomach growl.

      Jessup stood to go. “And with that, I will leave you to your repast. I have to go see if I can find Samantha Sorenson.”

      Leslie did a double take. “Samantha Sorenson? Please tell me this is not the self-prescribed celebrity. Spoiled and famous for nothing?”

      Jessup nodded. “Well, she’s not quite famous anymore. I’m guessing she agreed to come, hoping that some publicity might come from this trip. And John, he’s fine having some big celebrity on board.” He made a mock salute and then dashed away.

      Leslie was taken aback. She might not be a movie or TV star, but she was well-known for her adventures, articles, and presentations. As well as for my latest failure, she thought.

      When Jessup had asked her to come along, she figured this would be the perfect opportunity to move on and find a new direction. She did not need some spoiled woman making this trip difficult. The best she could hope for was that what she had seen on TV of Samantha Sorensen was just an act. Besides, if this trip were as easy as promised, it would be worth it.

      From her purse, she pulled out the latest Entrepreneur magazine she had nabbed at the airport. The cover revealed a sun-drenched, brown-haired man dressed in workman’s khakis and a black T-shirt. John Holbrook was grinning and standing next to a boat that with its strange gray facade and sharp angles resembled more of an airplane than a vessel. The subtitle on the magazine announced, “Entrepreneur engineers new way to travel. Will his first unorthodox test succeed?” The article mentioned there were a few setbacks- even a powerful financial backer, whose name wasn’t mentioned, backed out at an inopportune time. But John had persevered and bootstrapped much of his company’s progress.

      Inside the magazine, she had secured a faded drawing, scanned from a book she had happened upon in her research, The Spafford Expeditions. The drawing was by Benedict Cecil Spafford, a swashbuckling British explorer of the early 1900s, who had persevered to discover the very same ruins she would see soon.

      The image was of a pyramid in a state of overgrowth. In the drawing, men were depicted like tiny ants, going through the motions of clearing away trees. Spafford had sent back reports to the Royal Geographic Society about the uncomfortable living conditions, although he noted he was glad there was a man to play viola at night, and he had reported that he thought he had found something amazing. At the bottom of the picture, Leslie had written a quote from his letters: “The largest pyramid has no marked way to enter. Is it to protect something inside? We hope to find the entrance soon.” He and his men were never heard from again.

      Rumors were that hostile natives had captured them. The ruins, far into the jungle, had not been revisited until almost a hundred years later by one Sun Castel and his brother, Miguel. A reluctant but interesting man, Sun told National Geographic that the site was challenging to get to but that the natives who moved through that area were no longer hostile. Now it was within reach because of John Holbrook’s genius ship, which was designed to traverse air and the shallow water. Unlike in Spafford’s time, they wouldn’t have to trek through miles of jungle to reach it.

      She had written John Holbrook’s name on the back of the photo and in parentheses, the additional research she had found. It appeared he was a descendant of Spafford’s. Why he was choosing this route was something he hadn’t shared with anyone, but she at least had an idea. Were you hoping to find something out here? She thought at John’s name. Then she flipped the photo over and looked at the pyramid. And what secrets, she wondered, lie within your walls?
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      Stuffed with caffeine and good food, Leslie opened the door of the restaurant. Thick clouds had coalesced, and heavy rain was drenching everything in dark colors.

      “Señora, would you like an umbrella or boots?” asked a woman dressed in tan shorts and an employee polo shirt embroidered with macaws. Next to the door was a pile of identical black umbrellas and a collection of black rubber boots.

      “An umbrella, please.” Leslie knew it rained excessively in the Amazon, but being here intensified the feeling of humidity that clung to her skin.

      When she stepped outside, the sound of the rain drowned out all other noise. Leslie personally preferred cold environs, but it felt good to be away from home and to be outdoors. She turned the opposite direction from her bungalow and walked down a flight of stairs onto a dirt path that was quickly becoming mud. Perhaps rubber boots would have been a good choice for an impromptu walk, but for now, the rain was warm, and the mud and water weren’t high enough to get into her tennis shoes.

      An open expanse of water, more walkways and trees greeted her on the other side of the main building. She walked across a bridge and peered over the side. Giant lily pads floated on the water’s surface, and the rain beat rhythms around them. The tall trees reminded her of palms, only these trees were happily living in deep water, and there were batches of brownish fruit at the top.

      She leaned against the rail and wished she could have shared this view with her friend Carol. Carol’s face swam in front of her, smiling, but then changed. Dirt smears appeared across her forehead and a look of pain on her face. In Leslie’s twenty-eight years, she had never had to live with guilt or worry and now she had both in quantities.

      She thought she saw something move in the distance. She wished she could see better through the torrent of rain, but she could swear there was a figure standing under one of the trees in at least a foot of water.

      There was a small human figure at the top of the tree as well, throwing something down for the person at the bottom. Then the person at the top fell. A child’s scream followed.

      Leslie ran around the bridge and to the edge of the water. She remembered bushwhacking through the Pecos Wilderness in New Mexico and walking through a wide river without hesitation. Of course, she’d been wearing waterproof hiking boots then, and she had no idea what might live in the Amazon waters.

      She turned from the water’s edge and ran to another bridge closer to the action. She could make out a small group of children. They were helping up the girl who had fallen. Leslie was relieved to see she was moving and wiping the rain from her face.

      “Hola. Como esta?” Leslie called, glad to use her meager Spanish.

      The children didn’t even look over. They shyly walked away from her, except for the girl who had fallen from the tree, who took a second to wave at her and respond, “Bueno.” Then they all disappeared into the jungle.

      Leslie waited to see if any reappeared, but they didn’t. From behind her came a clipped male voice. “Everything okay here? I saw you running.”

      “Everything is fine. I was curious as to what was going on over here. There were some kids in the trees.”

      He nodded. His dark raincoat was marked with “Security.” “They come here from the town to strip the moriche palms bare of their fruit and fronds. Such a nuisance.”

      “Yes, I’m sure. It must be terrible that these children can get food for free.” Leslie smiled back at the guard who looked at her. She nodded and walked away.

      She stopped from a distance and saw the guard scanning the area, looking for movement. She was relieved that the children were probably long gone.

      Walking toward her bungalow, Leslie paused to watch a small capybara forage in the open space next to the walkway. The rain was letting up now; it was just a light drizzle. The intimacy of the resort, the excitement of the jungle–if she weren’t here on her own, this place would be quite romantic. She almost wished Devan was here, but their relationship had been over for a while.

      The natural sounds were interrupted by the clicking of high heels stalking across a wood floor. It echoed through the open area, loud enough to mask the sounds in the jungle. To her left was a series of bungalows and moving onto a front porch was unmistakably Samantha Sorenson. Deep brown skin color, long black hair, and a face shaped as if it were perfectly chiseled from stone. A face Leslie had seen in entertainment news and once in a short-lived workout commercial. Along with a short, red dress, Samantha was wearing high heels. Leslie involuntarily rolled her eyes.

      Samantha was talking to a tall, dark-haired man. Leslie couldn’t see his face, but his hair was a bit long and tousled. Samantha pulled him close, and they kissed. Feeling like an intruder, Leslie headed for her place.

      The beads of water on the wood made her shoes squeak. As she approached her bungalow, the silhouette of a man in black exited her room.

      “Hey!” she yelled, and the shadow took off.

      She threw the umbrella aside and chased after him. His direction turned and twisted around the buildings, and then he ran down steps into an open yard. She quickly followed. The shadowy figure dashed down a path that disappeared into the inky jungle.

      She was closing the space between them when she splashed into a puddle.

      The sound alerted him; he looked behind and stumbled slightly. She was on him quickly. She grabbed the back of his shirt and held on. “What were you doing in there?”

      “Carajo!” his deep voice boomed. His left arm flew at her, nearly backhanding her, but she leapt back, letting go of his shirt and escaping the hit. The mud sent her sliding, and she stumbled back. He took off again.

      “Damn,” she cursed. He was putting more space between them.

      She found herself on the outskirts of the swampy area, and the man was already racing over one of the bridges. As she rushed to follow him, a shape stepped out from the edge of the main building into her path.

      Leslie couldn’t stop herself and barreled into the man who stood before her. “Oopf,” she said, her face was in the man’s chest. She pushed away, but he maintained a grasp on her arms. “Hey, I’m–”

      The handsome, blond-haired man she had seen earlier at the restaurant was looking down at her, his blue eyes flashing. “I’m sorry to stop you, but this looks a bit dangerous. It’s never a good idea to go chasing after someone.” He nodded in the direction the fleeing man had taken. “Especially some man dressed in black.”

      “He was in my bungalow. He might have stolen something.”

      “Oh,” he said, releasing her. “Let me call security. They’ll go looking for him. We’ll also go with you and see if anything is missing.” He stepped inside the building and pulled a walkie-talkie from a shelf. Stepping out of the rain, she realized she was drenched, and she realized with horror that the man’s immaculate suit was now saturated with rain and various splotches of mud that had transferred from her.

      He seemed oblivious.

      While on the radio, he waived at a worker walking by them. “Please bring a towel for Misses—.” He looked at her quizzically.

      Leslie responded, “Miss Kicklighter.”

      “Miss Kicklighter.” His conversations were quick. He talked to security first and then to the front desk to arrange a new bungalow.

      Someone handed her a towel and Leslie gratefully wiped the dripping water from her hair and face. Her clothes were another matter. She decided there wasn’t much she could do about her disheveled appearance and wrapped the towel around her shoulders.

      The same guard from earlier came running in, his face impassive as his eyes brushed over her. He handed the man an umbrella.

      The blond man held it high above them as they walked along to her bungalow.

      “So you’re the manager here?” she asked.

      “Part owner, as well as being involved with other things.” The rolling of his r’s made her realize he wasn’t American. “Simon Leverence, at your service.”

      “Leslie.”

      He stopped and reached out to shake her hand. His grip was strong and solid. “It is an honor to meet you.” They continued on to catch up with the guard. “I must tell you, it is unusual for any crime to happen here. The locals help run the resort; they need people to come here and enjoy themselves. Although it’s also unusual to meet a woman so brash as to chase after a possible burglar.”

      “Oh, well, I’ve been known to do brash things.”

      “Of course.” He stopped once again. “Leslie Kicklighter. I thought I had heard the name before. I’ve seen you on some of the news shows from the States. You’re an adventurer of sorts.”

      Her heart skipped a beat at the worry that he might bring up her last trek. She just smiled and nodded, moving forward.

      In the bungalow, Leslie looked around. “Everything looks like it’s in the right place.” She dug into her purse. The important things were there: her passport, her wallet with cash, and all her cards. Even her luggage appeared untouched. She double-checked that the few pieces of jewelry she had brought were also in her bag.

      “Perhaps you came back before he could take anything?” asked the security guard.

      “I guess,” she said, scanning the room again.

      Simon nodded at the guard, and he headed out. A young boy appeared at the door.

      “He’s here to move your things to a new bungalow. It’s a little closer to the main building, and the guard will keep a close eye out on your bungalow,” Simon explained. He turned back to her as the boy took her bags and walked out.

      “And Miss Kicklighter⁠—”

      “Leslie, please.”

      “Leslie, I’d like to offer you a complimentary massage. We have a wonderful in-house masseuse. It’s the least we can do to make sure you enjoy your stay.”

      Yesterday had been a long day of travel, and her neck still ached from falling asleep in the airplane in a crooked position. The shuttle ride and the hour-long boat ride had not helped her muscles either.

      “That sounds like a wonderful idea.”

      “Excellent. I’ll let the front desk know, and you can take advantage of that whenever you want.” He smiled and led the way out of the room. Once outside he held the umbrella for her again. She involuntarily shivered. “Would you like my coat?” he offered.

      “No thank you. I’m not cold. It’s just someone walking over my grave.”

      “Ah, yes, the saying from the States.” He nodded and led her to another bungalow. He turned, and his blue eyes lit up from a strip of light from a nearby lantern. “Leslie, I hope I’m not too forward, but I was wondering if you would be interested in having dinner with me tomorrow night?”

      Yep, I still got it, she thought. “I would love to, but I’m taking a weeklong trip on the Toy of the Gods that starts tomorrow. Perhaps when I get back?”

      “I would like that.” He took her hand and kissed it. A thrill ran through her arm.

      She waited until the bellboy had left, then she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and stripped away the towel. Her tank top was sticking to her body; her hair was straggled and soaked, the bits of hair that had fallen out of the braid were plastered to her head in nest-like circles; and mud was splattered over her in a Jackson Pollock pattern.

      On the plus side, she had just picked up a date.

      She struggled out of her wet clothes and headed to the shower.
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      Leslie navigated the walkways toward the main building, glad that the morning had brought a fresh, rain-free opening for today’s trip into the Amazon. She had already enjoyed a relaxing massage and a tasty breakfast with a ton of coffee. She could feel that it was going to be a great day.

      Entering the lobby, she blinked at the flash of light in her eyes. She stepped back as a woman reporter jumped in front of a photographer and sputtered. “Leslie Kicklighter! I’m so glad to see you. You’re the first we’ve seen this morning. You’ve been out of the spotlight since your friend died in that cave accident. Are you ready for what lies ahead?”

      The reporter pointed her phone at Leslie. Leslie assumed a recording app was running. She opened her mouth but wasn’t quite sure what to say.

      Jessup appeared at her side. “Members of the press, you’ll have time to interview all of our passengers later, just before the launch.” The woman looked disappointed but nodded to another, and they walked to the other side of the lobby, whispering together.

      “Sorry about that Leslie,” Jessup said, leading her toward the checkout counter.

      She shook her head. “I should have expected them. You had mentioned in your emails that there would be press here. I just didn’t think about what I might say to them.”

      “Well, be ready at the boathouse. They’ll be arriving in droves. We seem to have gotten a lot of attention.”

      “Okay. Any statement we should be using?”

      Jessup shook his head. “Nope. Feel free to talk about why you’re here, however much you know about the ship’s tech, and when they ask you about Iceland, feel free to tell them to take a leap.”

      Leslie smiled and nodded.

      He waved and rushed away, disappearing through double doors behind giant vases filled with colorful foliage, probably cut from right outside.

      She took a deep breath to enjoy the scent of the flowers. As she checked out, the clerk spoke in his heavy Spanish accent, “I’ll call for a driver for you.”

      Leslie shook her head. She needed to feel some open air. “Oh no. That’s Okay. I’m leaving early in the morning so that I can walk to town.”

      The clerk laughed, then stopped when he saw the seriousness in her expression. “Señorita, the walk is several miles over dirt roads. Certainly, you don’t want to walk all that way.” His hand was on the phone, but his eyes were glancing at a couple in the lobby arguing.

      Leslie could feel her eyebrows knitting together. “Excuse me,” she said to get his attention. He whipped his gaze back to her. “I need to get out and walk. I’ve hiked across the Greenland ice sheet. I know I can walk a few miles on a dirt road.”

      He took his hand off of the phone. “Yes, señorita. We’ll make sure your luggage gets to the ship on time.”

      “Thank you,” Leslie responded. She grabbed her purse from the counter and headed out the door.

      The road turned and twisted and soon the resort disappeared behind the dark jungle. The smell of wet earth was even stronger away from the resort.

      She could see why most people didn’t walk the distance. Having come in by boat, she hadn’t seen the road, but it was narrow, and the jungle pressed in on both sides. The sunlight wasn’t even reaching the road. Instead, it was trapped above, touching the tops of the trees. That sky though, she thought. The trees were so tall it was like looking up from inside a slot canyon and made the sky seem even bluer.

      She moved at a steady pace, her shoes creaking on the rough dirt. She carefully stepped over a line of leaf ants busily taking their booty across the road.

      The occurrences of last night began floating through her mind, and although it had been crazy, she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. So far this was the most adventure she had had for a year. During the past year, she had become a different person, someone she didn’t like. After leaving Devan, she had just sat around her new apartment, taking no new presentations or writing assignments and absolutely no trips. She had thought that would be the answer, especially since her decisions had gotten someone killed. Instead, she had felt a little trapped but with no idea what to do next.

      The depletion of her savings had finally given her a reason to step out, and the offer of the trip for free, and then her pitching the idea of articles to magazines, had given her a purpose. Plus, she could see making presentations to schools again about this new experience.

      The rumble of a car sounded from behind her, and she sidled as much as she could to the edge of the road. She expected the shiny black Jeep to keep going. Instead, it stopped, and the darkened passenger side window rolled down smoothly.

      The man’s voice from the interior was familiar. “Would you like a ride? I’m heading into town.”

      She leaned down to see the driver. It was Simon at the wheel. Although she was enjoying the walk, it would be good to spend more time with him before she departed.

      The cool air wafted on her face, and she was happy she was wearing pants when she slid in on the leather seats. “Thank you.”

      “I am happy to help. Where are you going?” Simon asked.

      “Well,” she started as she pulled the information out of her purse, “the directions don’t give an address. It just says to go to Nauta’s dock and to find the boathouse.”

      He nodded but kept his eyes on the road. “Easy enough, there’s only one dock in Nauta.”

      The jungle gave way to an open area with crudely made huts. Not like the smooth, wood bungalows at the resort but thin, knotty saplings of wood strapped together to form the building’s circle. The only similarity to the resort buildings was the palm roofs carefully constructed against the rain.

      “You don’t have much of an accent. Are you from Peru?” Leslie asked.

      “Yes, I was born here.” He focused a moment as he angled around a deep hole in the road. “There is in the big cities of Peru, an excellent educational system. However, my father sent me to California for my education.”

      “What about this village of Nauta? I noticed children hanging around the hotel. Shouldn’t they be in school?”

      “Being in a small, remote village these children have access to school until they are five. After that, they would have to walk seven miles each way to reach the next level of school.”

      “I was afraid of that. I’ve seen this before in other countries,” Leslie responded. It bothered her, these young people not having much of a chance to grow intellectually.

      Simon nodded. “And considering high school, the closest one is more than a hundred miles away. So most of these children will grow up to do what their parents do. Women generally work for the banana plantations working in the fields; men as guards, guides, or vendors.”





